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ForewordForeword

S
upervisors, especially first-line supervisors, occupy a critical 

position within law enforcement agencies.  They are asked to fill 

many roles such as community problem solver, teacher, and leader; 

and they are asked to conduct themselves as role models for the officers 

whom they oversee.  Despite these demands, perhaps the most difficult 

challenge facing supervisors is managing officers who engage in behavior 

that reflects poorly on their department and themselves.  These officers 

might be small in number, but the repercussions of their actions can be 

considerable. Agencies have traditionally looked to their supervisors 

to identify these individuals and address any problematic behavior, 

usually through disciplinary means.  Now, many agencies are adopting 

early intervention systems to provide support for their supervisors in 

identifying, addressing, and potentially preventing any harmful behavior 

from occurring.  This report, supported by the U.S. Department of Justice 

Office of Community Oriented Policing Services and prepared by the 

Police Executive Research Forum, is meant to be used as a resource by 

supervisors who use EIS.

While EIS have been used in some agencies for more than 25 years, more 

recent advancements in such systems have reoriented agencies away from 

and more EIS are designed to 

on enhanced supervision techniques and a variety of intervention options 

that address the underlying causes of such behavior.  Indeed, the role of 

the supervisor and access to a broad array of resources for addressing 

a successful early intervention system.  The PERF study on which this 

guide is based has revealed that agencies that have refocused their efforts 

organization.  Supervisors in particular believed this approach can also 

reduce onerous paperwork in the long term and improve job satisfaction.

This guide details the elements the PERF study found to be the most 

critical in making an early intervention system successful: supervisors 

knowing the intricacies of their agency’s EIS, supervisors being proactive 

in identifying potential problems, and supervisors following up with 

to help summarize key points as they relate to these elements.  Other 

recommendations address how supervisors can help make EIS successful, 

how they can improve accountability and integrity within their agency.
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Introduction

W
ithin law enforcement agencies, supervisors, especially 

first-line supervisors, occupy a critical position—

asked to be community problem solvers, managers, 

counselors, teachers, and leaders all at once.  Their ultimate 

responsibility, however, is to serve the public by ensuring that 

the actions of officers on the street are appropriate, ethical, 

and in accord with department policies and procedures.  The 

vast majority of officers conduct themselves with the utmost 

professionalism and dedication to their job.  Yet, there remains a 

small number of officers who engage in inappropriate conduct, 

which must be addressed at the earliest opportunity.  In many 

cases it is the first-line supervisor who is in a position to first 

identify and address potentially problematic behaviors.  These 

supervisors need the tools and support to effectively prevent and 

address such behaviors.  Many law enforcement agencies of all 

sizes and types are adopting early intervention systems (EIS), 

which are a more formal tool to assist supervisors in identifying 

officers at risk of engaging in conduct that can be harmful to the 

officer, agency, or public.  

Depending upon the agency, however, the overall purpose of an 

may be experiencing personal or professional problems that are 

manifesting themselves in unacceptable performance on the 

job.  These agencies may use system information to help direct 

and providing intervention in a nonpunitive and nondisciplinary 

fashion.  Other agencies adopt an early intervention system to help 

manage personnel—using the data for performance evaluations, 

assignment decisions, and improvements in accountability between 

positive as well as negative behavior, providing a means to track 

commendations, awards and other merits, and to recognize the 

or special assignments).  Still other departments implement EIS for 

1



inappropriate conduct, complaints, or even lawsuits.

While there are differences in how agencies use their early 

intervention system, typically the systems are designed similarly.  

usually take the form of an electronic database that collects 

Some of the more common data elements collected by EIS 

community complaints or use-of-force incidents involving the 

implementation, EIS can be powerful, multifaceted tools for law 

enforcement agencies.

About This Guide

The information presented here is based on a study of EIS 

conducted by the Police Executive Research Forum (PERF) in 

partnership with University of Nebraska–Omaha Professor Samuel 

in EIS handle the issues surrounding supervision and intervention, 

and how they innovatively tackle the challenges they face.

Throughout the guide recommendations are provided that address 

reaches a threshold.1

The primary audience for this guide is law enforcement 

positions who seek practical advice about EIS.  It explains their 

special role in EIS and how that role differs from supervisors’ 

traditional responsibilities.2

 1
The threshold is the point

of incidents have occurred to

warrant a formal inquiry into

2
A companion guide has

been written for police

leaders. Supervision and 

Intervention within Early 

Intervention Systems: A 

Guide for Law Enforcement 

Chief Executives highlights

the chief executive’s role

and responsibilities within

an early intervention

system. That guide

also provides practical

recommendations for the

maintenance of EIS.

It is available on the

PERF website

(www.policeforum.org) and

on the COPS website

(www.cops.usdoj.gov).

2



Introduction

Methodology

Police professionals’ practical experience with EIS provides the 

basis for this guide.  The PERF project team initially contacted 

approximately 50 small, medium, and large law enforcement 

agencies known to have well-functioning EIS and asked them to 

participate in telephone interviews about their systems.3 Through 

closely for their approaches to supervision and/or intervention.4

These sites (see Table 1) include various types of agencies that 

have adopted successful EIS, including several small, medium, and 

large agencies; a sheriff’s department; and agencies from different 

parts of the country.  One of the reasons for choosing a relatively 

diverse group of sites was to explore how law enforcement 

agencies differed in their approaches to EIS depending on their 

size, jurisdiction, and geographic location.  Project team members 

visited these sites and interviewed personnel from all ranks of 

the department, including the chief executive and a number of 

incorporated into the early intervention system process, how 

agencies navigate the intervention process.

3
The project team chose in-

dividual agencies by review-

ing relevant literature (both

academic and practitioner-fo-

cused) and using a snowball

sampling technique whereby

practitioners and others with

agencies that they felt had

exceptional systems.

4
The agencies chosen for

site visits are examples of

the different types of EIS

adopted by law enforcement

agencies. These examples

are meant to characterize

the range of systems in

existence with a particular

focus on strengthening

supervision and/or

intervention.

Table 1: List of Agencies Participating in Site Visits

Agency State Number Sworn

Los Angeles Sheriff’s
Department

California 8,500

Las Vegas Metropolitan
Police Department

Nevada 2,353

San Jose Police 
Department

California 1,400

Pittsburgh Bureau of 
Police

Pennsylvania 1,100

Tampa Police 
Department

Florida 1,002

Prince William County 
Police Department

Virginia 493

Clearwater Police 
Department

Florida 264

Pocatello Police 
Department

Idaho 86

West Jordan Police 
Department

Utah 80

3



Finally, for this study the PERF team also convened a one-day 

panel composed of law enforcement practitioners with expertise in 

EIS and private-sector experts in leadership and supervision.  The 

members of the expert panel discussed innovative ways to train, 

engage, support, and oversee law enforcement supervisors who 

work within the structure of EIS.

The project team learned a great deal from the interviews, site 

visits, and expert panel, including a number of best practices 

that other agencies can adopt, as well as how agencies handled 

some initial obstacles and unexpected problems.  One of the most 

important lessons learned from this study is the crucial element of 

leadership on the part of supervisors.

Guiding Principles

intervention system threshold.

role within EIS, they will be required to handle responsibilities 

that previously may not have been considered part of their job (i.e., 

analyzing early intervention system data, proactively engaging 

may be affecting their work, and assessing and pairing intervention 

The third principle is that for EIS to be effective, supervisors 

will need intervention options that vary to meet the wide range 

intervention options, an agency can increase the likelihood of 

improvements.  It is also important to provide supervisors with 

as receiving complimentary letters from the community or by 

receiving an award for going above the call of duty. 

4



Introduction

The fourth principle is that an early intervention system should 

the past, EIS (previously referred to as “EWS,” or “early warning 

systems”) were associated with disciplinary systems, which made 

buy-in from law enforcement personnel and union representatives 

get into serious trouble that results in disciplinary action, formal 

complaints, or lawsuits.  The key is to view and promote the 

system as nondisciplinary.  In fact, EIS are most successful when 

the agency as a whole reinforces a culture that supports both the 

Again, focusing on positive as well as potentially problematic 

behaviors is an important component for the success of EIS.

tools that can enhance accountability and integrity in a law 

problems and provide the means for correcting them.  EIS can also 

enhance the quality of routine supervision throughout the agency, 

involved shootings, inappropriate use of less-lethal force, and other 

problems.  EIS can reduce costs arising from civil litigation and 

improve relations with the community.  And they can help improve 

Organization of the Guide

section outlines the importance of supervisors knowing well the 

intricacies of their agency’s early intervention system.  Once 

supervisors understand the system, it is important for them to help 

The second section outlines the new role of the supervisor.  Much 

responsibility is placed with the supervisor within an early 

intervention system.  One of the new roles supervisors may be 

asked to adopt involves being proactive in their supervision 

duties—helping to identify potential problems even before a 

5



threshold is reached within a system.  A supervisor will also likely 

be asked to analyze system data and manage paperwork associated 

with the system.  Finally, supervisors will also be asked to follow 

The third section outlines a number of elements surrounding 

interventions.  For example, this guide highlights the importance 

of distinguishing between intervention and discipline.  This 

section also provides guidance on how to identify and approach an 

intervention to meet individual needs.  A detailed list of promising 

programs is provided.

a threshold within the system.  This section also addresses the 

potential hostility and morale problems that may arise with a new 

early intervention system. 

6
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Knowing the System and Conveying the Message

A
number of law enforcement practitioners who 

participated in the study agreed that EIS can strengthen 

both organizational and officer behavior.  While each 

agency tailors an early intervention system to meet its specific 

needs, the reality is that in most agencies first-line supervisors 

overwhelmingly assume responsibility in these systems because 

they spend so much of their time observing and interacting with 

officers on the street.  And because of the nature of their work 

and the close contact they have with the community, officers on 

the street are generally the group that most frequently reaches 

thresholds within EIS.5  In order for an agency’s early intervention 

system to be successful, supervisors must first become 

knowledgeable about the system and its intricacies.  Then they 

must educate their officers.

Knowing the System

Having supervisors fully comprehend their agency’s early 

in their own job and will enable them to answer the multitude 

seem obvious, the study found that one of the biggest mistakes 

departments make with their early intervention system is not fully 

informing their personnel (especially line personnel) about the 

system and its workings.  In fact, whenever possible, agencies 

including being involved in developing the system itself.  This type 

more knowledgeable about their early intervention system. In cases 

where a system has existed for some time, it will be necessary 

PERF team found that when there was a lack of information 

functions. The PERF team’s interviews also revealed that agency 

personnel desire additional resources for early intervention system-

intervention system updates at each roll call and have started to 

circulate department-wide memos on their systems to ensure that 

all personnel are informed and updated. 

5
This may not always be

personnel in an agency may

in fact reach thresholds more

the Los Angeles Sheriff’s

Department found that

intake units or with inmates

who have a history of

assaulting law enforcement

personnel reached

thresholds within their EIS

more frequently.

9



In any case, supervisors will need answers to the following 

questions before they can implement an agency’s early intervention 

system.

What data are in the system?

• What performance indicators are included in the early   

  intervention system? 

• Why are these included? 

• How are they to be used?  (For example, many systems   

  include use of sick leave time. Why is this included? How   

Who has access to early intervention system data?

• Who has access to the database? 

• How secure is the system? 

  correct?6

When and where can the data be accessed?

• What computers are available with access to the early   

  intervention system? 

•  Is access convenient for supervisors?

Is there a formal protocol that outlines supervisors’ responsibilities

within EIS?

• What are the formal responsibilities of supervisors at each   

  rank under the early intervention system?

• Are they clearly spelled out in a protocol?

• What actions are expected of each rank? 

Does the department currently offer the resources that supervisors

will need to perform their responsibilities under the early

intervention system?

• Do a range of programs currently exist in this department?   

  If not, is there a plan to develop them?

 6
The PERF project team

found several departments

where they can. The

people interviewed said this

approach was important

in allaying fears that the

system was a mysterious big

brother-type system.

10



Knowing the System and Conveying the Message

The departments observed in the PERF study offer diverse options 

with performance problems.  They are described in detail later in 

this report.

Educating Officers about EIS

Once supervisors have answers to these questions, they may 

explaining their supervisory responsibilities within the system and 

team found that some agencies experienced misunderstandings 

about the system, its purpose, and how it operates.  Some rank 

here 15 years and didn’t know we had an [early intervention 

system] until recently.  It was not made known unless you actually 

needed it.  It seems to me that no one is allowed to talk about it.”

main issue with the process is that I wasn’t told about it and what 

its purpose was.  Because I didn’t understand that there was this 

process, I didn’t know why I was there.  There isn’t a protocol of 

EIS represent a change in the entire system of supervision and 

accountability. Supervisors’ responsibilities, especially as they 

to see supervisors out on calls for service more frequently; they 

may notice their supervisors holding regular conversations about 

use of sick leave, or other variables that could be affecting the 

extent to which supervisors’ roles and responsibilities change, it 

and especially how they may impact future interactions between 

11



Agencies and supervisors need to communicate not only the 

nature of the system, but also what the agency  of people, 

reported, “I wondered if I was doing something wrong.  I felt that I 

was doing my job, and I didn’t understand why I had to meet with 

my supervisor.”  When supervisors explain their expectations of 

Supervisors should also clearly explain that the department expects 

the highest standards of professional service from everyone.  An 

early intervention system is a tool to help achieve that goal.

Simply explaining the system will go a long way toward 

preventing resistance to it.  In one department, project team 

members were told that there was an “initial fear of EIS” when 

it was introduced, but “that fear has been dissolved and most are 

comfortable with the system and its purpose.”  A commander in the 

internal affairs unit at one site commented, “It was a struggle for 

acceptance in the early years, but I think we have worked out both 

respect and quality.”  These departments are proof that, over time, 

agencies can succeed in changing their culture.  “Twenty years 

intervention system, “people are more willing to talk and be open.”  

12



Knowing the System and Conveying the Message

A Note on Supervisors’ Terminology

It is important to get the terminology of EIS right.  Supervisors 

appeared about 25 years ago, they were usually called early 

warning systems.  Many agencies still use that term, although it 

does not convey the right message.  “Warning” has a punitive, 

negative tone, implying that it is a precursor to discipline.  The 

not punishing them.  These systems typically include a range of 

performance problems because, time and again, it was discovered 

that performance problems are rooted in stress and personal 

and family problems.  As a result, the more positive term early 

“intervention” system is preferred.  The systems examined are 

known by such names as Early Intervention Program, Performance 

Assessment and Review System, and Performance Support Alert.

can be corrected.

13





THE NEW ROLE OF THE 

SUPERVISOR





D
uring the site visits, the PERF project team heard a 

great deal about how supervisors’ roles changed as a 

result of their agency’s early intervention system.  For 

departments that did not have a strong system of accountability 

already in place, implementing the early intervention system was 

a challenge.  Supervisors in some of these agencies perceived 

the early intervention system as a means for scrutinizing and 

monitoring them at all times.  Others felt that they were now 

responsible for maintaining, interpreting, and analyzing large 

amounts of data collected by their system, which can be daunting 

and time consuming.  In departments with a longer history of 

institutionalized accountability measures, however, the early 

intervention system appeared to be fully integrated into the culture 

of the department and its routine activities, including supervisory 

activities.  Supervisors in these agencies noted only small changes 

in their role with the early intervention system.  Overall, site 

visits revealed four broadly defined categories that capture the 

types of changes experienced by many supervisors as a result of 

implementing an early intervention system: proactive supervision, 

data analysis, paperwork, and intervention follow-up.  These tasks 

required supervisors to acquire new skills and take a new approach 

to supervision.  

The project team found examples of supervisors resisting 

changes related to EIS.  However, the study also revealed that in 

those agencies with strong EIS, supervisors and command staff 

believed that in the long run an early intervention system helps 

improve supervision.  The latter believed that such a system 

their performance.  These tools promote better police service to 

the community and fewer citizen complaints and excessive force 

incidents.  Eventually, these changes translate into fewer headaches 

investigations, and less paperwork.

THE NEW ROLE OF THE SUPERVISORTHE NEW ROLE OF THE SUPERVISOR
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Proactive Supervision and “Early-Early 
Intervention”

EIS databases can help supervisors identify patterns of behavior 

reaches a threshold within an early intervention system or before 

there is a major incident.  Findings from the study revealed that 

department personnel (of varying ranks) in many of the agencies 

visited felt that the keen eye of the supervisor can identify these 

patterns early on.  Experienced commanders at several sites told 

project staff, “It really shouldn’t get to the early intervention 

system.  You should spot those problems before they reach that 

point.”  In the Tampa Police Department, a commander told the 

project team, “Good supervisors know what is happening to their 

and can prevent patterns of inappropriate conduct from developing 

do not need a computer or a database; they can spot problems 

intervention system], the department has failed to supervise the 

early-early intervention.  Under this approach, departments view 

EIS essentially as a backup to responsible and effective ongoing 

supervision.  One commander characterized his agency’s system as 

“a good checks and balances system.”

done formally or informally.  For example, the Prince William 

County Police Department’s general orders outline supervisory 

responsibility in terms of “early, early intervention.”  “The early 

intervention system does not alter the responsibility of supervisors 

as the primary source for monitoring performance and behavior of 

personnel on a daily basis.  Supervisors shall continue to be alert 

to, and monitor, the strengths and weaknesses of members assigned 

to them and may detect a need for EIS in this way.”

18
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The Pittsburgh Bureau of Police requires that supervisors meet 

 a threshold so that they may meet with that 

out what is going on by asking for an impromptu, informal meeting 

should they be looking for?  The PERF project team asked many 

supervisors, “What do you see? What do you look for that indicates 

were different in many ways, the answers were similar:

  vice versa. 

  a note of hostility just below the surface. 

The emphasis on early intervention has taken hold in some 

departments and has begun changing the way supervisors 

do their jobs.  One supervisor in San Jose described how the 

implementation of an early intervention system has heightened 

standards and expectations: “This has changed the way we do 

business.  You hear something on the radio and you think, ‘Hey, 

some potential for a problem there.’”

who are exceeding expectations in their job performance.  Just as 

supervisors should be identifying potential problems early on, they 

in positive behaviors that may warrant formal recognition such as a 



In all, proactive supervision is imperative to both the health of the 

necessary for accountability purposes and to document interactions 

Supervisors as Data Analysts

One of the biggest changes in the role of supervisors is that 

under an early intervention system they will become data 

analysts.  Guided by predetermined thresholds, supervisors should 

understand how to look at and interpret the early intervention 

system data, how to look for patterns of behavior, and how to make 

decisions about what kinds of patterns require an intervention.

When analyzing data, supervisors must consider the context for 

actions.  To develop an accurate understanding of the situation, 

supervisors should assess system data daily, or at least regularly.  

The Pittsburgh Bureau of Police requires its supervisors to review 

early intervention system data daily.

The data contained in an early intervention system can also help 

supervisors determine what type of intervention is needed for 

whether an intervention is necessary and what type of intervention 

is appropriate is a multistep process.  As one commander in the 

West Jordan Police Department explained:

20
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Another supervisor described the various levels involved in 

necessary and, if so, to select the best intervention for the given 

situation. Most supervisors take this role very seriously and feel 

responsible for “promoting healthy employees and keeping the 

organization ethically responsible to the community” through 

review, analysis, and interpretation, as a supervisor from the Prince 

William County Police Department stated.

In addition to analyzing and interpreting early intervention system 

data, supervisors also have a responsibility to provide accurate 

information to be entered into the system for record-keeping 

purposes.  An early intervention system is only as good as the data 

it contains; therefore, it is essential to ensure the integrity of that 

data.  This requires continuous monitoring of use-of-force reports, 

citizen complaint data, and other performance indicators used by 

EIS.  Supervisors should closely monitor the quality of reports 

ensure that they are complete, accurate, and legible.

An early intervention system does not replace traditional 

supervision.  It reinforces the basic principles of good supervision 

and supplements them with new practices and tools.  For example, 

traditional supervision has not involved analyzing a database, 

looking for patterns of behavior, and making critical decisions 

about what kind of patterns require intervention.  Although some 

supervisors may feel uncomfortable with these new tasks, they 

are critical to the success of EIS and simultaneously help improve 

overall supervision in law enforcement agencies.



Managing Paperwork

In many departments, an early intervention system will result in 

A study of the Pittsburgh Bureau of Police’s consent decree, 

conducted by the Vera Institute of Justice in 2002, found that 

the introduction of an early intervention system and other 

line supervisors spent their time.7

spending a lot more time at their desks and less time out in the 

paperwork that resulted from the initial learning curve with their 

new early intervention system.  As mentioned earlier, this kind of 

change will be more dramatic in some departments than in others, 

depending upon the degree to which an agency already has some 

accountability structures in place.

For those agencies that incorporate positive behavior into 

their early intervention system, paperwork associated with 

commendations and awards could be just as time-consuming for 

supervisors.  Again, the degree of change will be more dramatic 

in some agencies than in others, and will likely decrease as these 

efforts are more seamlessly incorporated into supervisors’ routine 

activities.

Supervisors in some of the agencies visited were initially skeptical 

or even hostile to the prospect of an early intervention system 

because of a fear that the system would require burdensome 

paperwork.  First-line supervisors in particular may think they will 

not be able to do any real supervision.  This is an understandable 

fear, and although these systems do involve additional 

paperwork in the short term, the study found that an effective 

early intervention system means less paperwork in the long run.

 7
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Commanders at one of the sites visited were adamant on this point: 

“If you do the extra paperwork demanded by an early intervention 

system now, you will have less work in the long run,” stated one 

commander.   As he explained, identifying performance problems 

and intervening early will result in fewer problematic incidents in 

been spent investigating complaints.  Educating supervisors about 

and decreasing their resistance to this useful management tool.

training.

Intervention Follow-Through

who have participated in an intervention, ensuring that relevant 

issues have been addressed.  This is a key responsibility of 

supervisors within an early intervention system.  As such, there 

should be a system of accountability to ensure that supervisors 

Pittsburgh, for example, the chief and other command staff meet 

quarterly to thoroughly review the activity of the early intervention 

system.  This department also requires supervisors to conduct 

The supervisors then report back to their commanders on when, 

where, and what was discussed at each meeting.  The chief is kept 

Other departments require supervisors to maintain logs, notebooks, 

reviewed regularly by immediate supervisors and, in the case of 



The project team also visited departments where challenges 

remained concerning methods of follow-through.  In one 

department the early intervention system unit tasked with 

that it would not hear back from supervisors about whether any 

action was taken.  The department personnel reported having “no 

turns out, that system is entirely voluntary and does not mandate 

intervention or action.  Another system the PERF team observed, 

also voluntary, did not track follow-up actions or outcomes.  These 

types of systems may not reinforce the message that the agency 

system altogether.  The true impact of voluntary systems is not 

taken advantage of interventions and have been helped.  This 

approach is not as effective as it could be.

If meaningful interventions and follow-up do not occur, the 

entire system is compromised.  Follow-through is the essential 

ingredient of a successful early intervention system, in which 

they need.  During site visits, the PERF team talked with a number 

remarked, “I wouldn’t be here today if it hadn’t been for the help 

I got.”  Meaningful interventions communicate the message that 

the department is serious about professional conduct and helping 
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Interventions

F
indings from site visits revealed that what makes EIS 

effective is supervisors’ access to programs and services 

that meet officers’ needs.  Particularly important is the 

availability of a range of intervention alternatives.  Officer 

performance issues stem from a wide variety of causes.  Some 

officers are too aggressive, while others may be doing too little 

police work.  Serious family issues affect some officers, while 

others have simply forgotten what they learned in training.  In 

the West Jordan Police Department, a supervisor described his 

approach as one of “customized interventions”—identifying the 

best course of action for a particular individual.

Interventions are not really anything new in policing.  Many 

supervisors have always conducted interventions—monitoring 

But traditionally individual supervisors have acted on their own 

good judgment, or common sense, or from their own experience 

with a good supervisor.  What is new under an early intervention 

system is that the department adopts a formal system of 

performance.

Intervention versus Discipline

As discussed earlier, successful EIS are a nondisciplinary approach 

to be separate from the formal disciplinary system.  Establishing 

an early intervention system, however, does not mean that a 

punished for violations of law or department policy through the 

formal disciplinary system.  Essentially, an early intervention 

system can be viewed as a complementary nondisciplinary 

component of an agency’s personnel management toolbox.  EIS 

can be viewed even more broadly and used to reward positive 

police behavior.  For example, the chief at the Pittsburgh Bureau 

of Police found that his early intervention system could also be 

27



The relationship between EIS and an agency’s disciplinary system 

raises two key questions for supervisors. (1) Is it clear to everyone 

that the early intervention system is separate from the formal 

disciplinary system? (2) Is the distinction clearly spelled out in the 

early intervention system protocol? If the answer to either of these 

questions is no, then steps need to be taken to correct the problem. 

Engaging Officers in an Intervention

when an early intervention system is introduced is learning how 

EIS intervention is different from the traditional discipline-oriented 

supervision they know.  With EIS interventions, supervisors no 

longer rely solely on the standard operating procedures manual.

Instead, supervisors may draw primarily on the various resources 

the agency’s on-site chaplain and/or psychologist, to a peer mentor 

or peer counselor, to the employee assistance program (EAP), or to 

training opportunities.

and use informal ways of assisting them to improve their 

,

, informal, and consistent

One supervisor at the San Jose Police Department commented, 

“it is my job to do everything in my ability to make sure that my 

It is reasonable to expect, however, that when supervisors approach 

behavior.  Although this would be an excellent opportunity for 
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with an appropriate intervention, some supervisors may not be 

comfortable handling this type of interaction.  Some supervisors 

may feel uneasy discussing personal problems “on the job.”  It 

is also possible that supervisors (especially newly promoted 

supervisors) may not be ready to lose their peer status among 

placed at risk when they were promoted.  As a result, many were 

reluctant to use the system for former peers.  Departments should 

provide training on supervision and leadership, especially as these 

relate to supervisors’ new responsibilities within EIS.  This training 

should address how to handle sensitive topics as well as general 

professional responsibilities with peers.

Choosing Interventions

The responsibility for choosing the right option is the supervisor’s, 

but it is often a good idea to consult with others while maintaining 

during the study, lieutenants regularly talked with captains about 

Again, the overall focus of these conversations entailed identifying 

talked with the psychological services provider about situations, 

asking how serious a situation sounded and what the psychological 

services provider thought the department should do—for example, 

act immediately or wait to see how things go.
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Interventions Based on a 
Problem-Solving Approach

Interventions within an early intervention system can be 

implemented using a problem-oriented policing (POP) approach.8

solved.  POP employs the Scanning, Analysis, Response, and 

Assessment (SARA) model, which is widely used by police to 

solve community problems.  In an early intervention system, the 

scanning and analysis coincide with the information-gathering 

stage. As a sergeant with the New Jersey State Police observed, 

should “do what cops do best: investigate.”  This means getting 

more information about the exact nature of the problem.  The early 

intervention system database can provide valuable information 

about which areas of performance are problematic.  It can help 

clues, such as the following: 

  stops.

  males.

  from women.

  worse about eight months earlier.

  resisting arrest charges.9

The  phase could be considered the intervention itself, 

including an informal meeting with a supervisor, retraining, or 

referral to a counselor.  The assessment phase is the follow-up 

that supervisors should conduct to ensure that the intervention 

addressed the proper issues.  This is discussed in more detail 

below. 

the intervention is successful.

8
More information about

problem solving can be found

at the POP Center website:

(www.popcenter.org). In

Problem-

Solving Tips: A Guide 

to Reducing Crime and 

Disorder through Problem-

Solving Partnerships and

Crime Analysis for Problem 

Solver in 60 Small Steps.

Both can be found at

(www.popcenter.org) or

(www.cops.usdoj.gov).

9
There may also be

legitimate reasons for an

increase in use-of-force

incidents and resisting-

special assignments.

These data should still be

examined routinely to ensure
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Intervention Programs and Services

proactive programs that  formal EIS but also exist 

 of them.  These services are available and offered 

their early intervention system.  Proactive supervisors seeking to 

identify potential problems early on will have these in their arsenal 

observed during the study are outlined below.  

Counseling by an Immediate Supervisor 

common intervention.  These informal counseling sessions take 

many forms.  Some occur long before anything has appeared in 

the early intervention system database.  Usually, they are informal 

conversations, often occurring immediately after an encounter with 

a citizen where the supervisor observed a need for improvement.

In one agency, these are sometimes referred to as trunk meetings, 

as in “meet me by the trunk of your patrol car.”  The Tampa Police 

Department mandates that supervisors conduct informal meetings 

supervisors in the West Jordan Police Department meet with 

signs a performance improvement contract that outlines a plan for 

improvement.  The San Jose Police Department uses intervention 

threshold as a result of their actions and to discuss how they could 

improve.  The Prince William County Police Department uses a 

similar technique, called performance review, which precedes a 

formal intervention such as training or a referral to an EAP.  In the 

sessions.

During the site visits, many supervisors and commanders agreed 

on quality police work. Often they only need someone to tell them 

they are on the wrong track and are jeopardizing their career.
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Training 

In one department where budget cuts had reduced training 

culture of accountability in the department.  It means that the 

internalized those expectations, and that the department makes 

the programs and services necessary for improving performance 

Professional Counseling on Personal or Family Problems 

Referral to professional counseling was an option in all EIS 

examined during the study, but there were important differences 

felt that going to the EAP was a sign of weakness or failure. 

below), project staff did not observe the same distrust of EAP or 

other forms of professional counseling.  It may be that the peer 

job or at home.  Similarly, a chief executive’s commitment to EAP 

services can increase their use.  In explaining his approach to EAP, 

one chief asked, “Who hasn’t been to a psychologist at one time or 

another?”

chaplain can speak to the issues distracting them from their 

responsibilities to the department. Counseling from a member 
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The effectiveness of professional counseling programs depends 

in part on the scope and cost of the services available.  The West 

Jordan Police Department, for example, has a strong family 

orientation.  Its chief was adamant that one cannot separate the 

employee from the home, and that what happens at work affects 

the family, and vice versa.  Consequently, this department has 

made professional counseling services available to anyone 

dependent on the employee’s income.  This includes spouses, 

children, and elderly parents who live with the employee. 

Peer Officer Support Program

some cases, the peer supporter comes from a neighboring agency, 

to talk frankly with individuals of the same rank who might have 

had similar experiences.  During the site interviews it became 

Among agencies visited during the study, those that maintain peer 

Sheriff’s Department, the San Jose Police Department, the West 

Jordan Police Department, the Clearwater Police Department, the 

Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department, and the Prince William 

County Police Department.  During some of the site visits, the 

very positive about their programs and were grateful for being 

provided one-on-one support, a good listener, and compassion 
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Crisis Intervention Teams

Many departments maintain a crisis intervention team (CIT) that 

or excessive use-of-force incidents.  In some cases, CITs include 

situation.  The Los Angeles Sheriff’s Department has worked out 

an arrangement with the homicide unit to allow a CIT member 

opportunity to share this stressful time with someone who has had 

a similar experience.  The only stipulation is that neither party 

The San Jose and West Jordan Police Departments also have CITs.  

who participate in these programs felt about the value of their 

programs. Virtually all felt that the programs conveyed a message 

incidents.

Reassignment and Relief from Duty

Reassignment is another intervention option.  The Los Angeles 

Sheriff’s Department, for example, conceptualized this approach 

as an acknowledgment of the different stresses associated with 

particular assignments and an attempt to reduce the risk factors 

recognizes that law enforcement assignments differ—patrol duty 

with the special demands of certain assignments.  The Los Angeles 

Sheriff’s Department decided that, if intervention strategies do not 

succeed or are not available, it is in everyone’s interest to transfer 

less likely to occur.  Importantly, monitoring and follow-up should 

continue in this new arrangement.
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Similarly, an intervention found useful during site visits involved 

temporary relief from duty.  In the Los Angeles and West Jordan 

personal crisis. 

PERF project team members inquired about such a duty status 

change, and learned that the practice was not a formal personnel 

action or disciplinary action, nor was there any loss of pay for 

including their attitudes and behavior, and notice anything out of 

work environment, but it should be used only in rare instances, 

since there is potential for abuse (if, say, a supervisor gives friends 

problems.

resources and commitment to choosing innovative, effective 

interventions.
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A
nother way to view EIS is as a valuable administrative 

tool for ensuring integrity in a law enforcement agency 

and helping supervisors oversee their officers.  EIS 

provide supervisors with richly detailed information about 

what their officers are doing out on the street and how they are 

interacting with citizens.  As one commander described it, the 

early intervention system gives a global picture of behavior.  

Providing Oversight

Early intervention system data can reveal patterns of unacceptable 

behavior and provide indicators of potential problems that need 

correcting.  This is one level of oversight aimed at improving both 

Supervisors might also use early intervention system data to learn 

“supervisor shopping”—that is, requesting transfers or shifts to 

to be “jumping supervisors”—transferring to a new supervisor 

who knows little if anything about their history—in the hopes of 

avoiding an early intervention system trigger or intervention. By 

using early intervention system data supervisors become more 

informed about their staff and are better equipped to help address 

future problematic behaviors.

Finally, some departments and supervisors use EIS for overall 

in part, uses system data to organize his staff.  He tries to link 

for the department and the community.  

likely to succeed.
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Dealing with Hostility and Morale Problems 

An early intervention system can represent a departmental shift to a 

new culture of accountability, which may bring hostility or morale 

problems.  Some commentators have reported “de-policing” 

in response to EIS or consent decrees that mandate changes 

in accountability systems.  Research has not supported these 

assertions.  The Vera Institute of Justice conducted two extensive 

evaluations of the Pittsburgh Bureau of Police, which implemented 

an early intervention system as part of a consent decree.10,11

activity level because of the system or any of the other changes.

doing less police work because of the early intervention system.

Supervisors will need to monitor this situation carefully, making it 

clear that deliberately avoiding work is unprofessional and will not 

be tolerated.

In agencies where an early intervention system tracks positive 

performance, it may be a smoother process of transition and 

acceptance since there will be a focus on something other 

the department is equally concerned about providing positive 

reinforcement, hostility and morale issues relating to the early 

intervention system will likely be less of an issue.

10

11

decree is an agreement

between the U.S.

Department of Justice

and the law enforcement

agency that stipulates

various reforms that must

be undertaken by the

law enforcement agency.

appointed to oversee

the compliance of the

department with the decree.
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Conclusion

S
upervisors are the linchpin of EIS.  Their roles and 

responsibilities within such systems are significant and 

should be treated as such.  In most cases, supervisors are 

the first to become aware of potentially problematic behaviors 

by officers, and they are the ones most frequently involved in 

identifying appropriate interventions.  The success or failure of an 

early intervention system, therefore, hinges on the supervisor.  It 

is imperative that supervisors know their early intervention system 

well and are able to convey the purpose and the mechanics of the 

system to their officers.  Supervisors able to share their knowledge 

can garner much-needed officer support for the system. 

working more closely with data, including being able to analyze 

and interpret the information in the early intervention system 

database.  Other important changes may include supervisors 

threshold within their system, and supervisors encountering more 

working in agencies with a successful early intervention system 

adapted to these new roles and responsibilities and found the 

Supervisors are better able to perform their duties under an early 

intervention system if they have the proper tools and resources 

to effect change.  Having a wide array of intervention options 

increases the chances that supervisors will be able to address the 

systems is complex, and supervisors will likely have to approach 

affecting their job performance.  The intervention process should 
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Furthermore, supervisors can help reinforce an agency’s 

problems, connecting them with appropriate resources or services, 

and following up to ensure the services were effective.  It is also 

important to acknowledge and reward positive behaviors.

It is important to note that early intervention does not always 

serious disciplinary action may occur.  However, in most cases 

and for many police departments, EIS can be an important and 

enhances supervision, assists in personnel management, and 

ensures accountability and integrity. 
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Appendix A—Participating Agencies

Site Visits

Note: Participants’ ranks and agency affiliations are listed as of the time of the project.
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T
he Police Executive Research Forum (PERF) is a national 

organization of progressive law enforcement chief 

executives from city, county, and state agencies who 

collectively serve more than half of the country’s population. 

Established in 1976 by ten prominent police chiefs, PERF 

has evolved into one of the leading police think tanks. With 

membership from many of the larger police departments in the 

country and around the globe, PERF has pioneered studies in such 

fields as community and problem-oriented policing, racially biased 

policing, multijurisdictional investigations, domestic violence, 

the police response to people with mental illnesses, homeland 

security, management concerns, use of force and crime-reduction 

approaches.

PERF’s success is built on the active involvement of its members: 

police chiefs, superintendents, sheriffs and other law enforcement 

leaders.  The organization also has types of membership that allow 

justice researchers, law enforcement of all ranks and others 

committed to advancing policing services to all communities. As 

research in policing and to promoting innovation that will enhance 

the quality of life in our communities. PERF’s objective is to 

improve the delivery of police services and the effectiveness of 

crime control through the exercise of strong national leadership, 

the public debate of criminal justice issues, the development 

of a body of research about policing, and the provision of vital 

management services to all police agencies. 

In addition to PERF’s cutting-edge police and criminal justice 

research, the organization provides a wide variety of management 

and technical assistance programs to police agencies throughout 

the world. The organization also continues to work toward 

training, leadership and publications programs.  For example, 

PERF sponsors the Senior Management Institute for Police 
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executives, and publishes some of the leading literature in the 

challenge today’s police leaders. PERF publications are used for 

training, promotion exams and to inform police professionals about 

innovative approaches to community problems. The hallmark of 

the program is translating the latest research and thinking about a 

topic into police practices that can be tailored to the unique needs 

of a jurisdiction. 

To learn more about PERF visit www.policeforum.org.
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C
reated in April 2005, the PERF Center on Force and 

Accountability is designed to be a significant resource 

for PERF members and others in law enforcement, and 

to serve as the principal clearinghouse for ideas, strategies and 

data that will address problems related to police use of force and 

accountability.  Ultimately, the Center provides law enforcement 

executives with information and strategies that will help them 

make more informed decisions as they serve their communities.

The PERF Center on Force and Accountability has four primary 

objectives:

• Identify emerging trends and seek out effective 

  new strategies

• Conduct groundbreaking research

• Provide high quality technical assistance to law    

  enforcement agencies

• Create a central resource for information regarding use-of-  

  force and police accountability issues

To that end, the Center is continually developing competencies in 

areas that include the following.

Use of Force: community outreach and accountability; equipment 

and weapons (including TASERS™); investigations; police 

canines; policy development; review boards; tactics; technology; 

tracking and analysis; vehicle pursuits; and violence against law 

Police Accountability: community involvement; consent decrees/

memoranda of accountability; discipline and conduct review; 

early intervention systems and processes; equal employment 

opportunities; internal investigations; law enforcement ethics; 

misconduct statistics, tracking and analysis; policy development; 

technology; training; and trends and promising approaches 
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created in 1994 and has the unique mission to directly 

serve the needs of state and local law enforcement. The 

COPS Office has been the driving force in advancing the concept 

of community policing and is responsible for one of the greatest 

infusions of resources into state, local, and tribal law enforcement 

in our nation’s history.

Since 1994, COPS has invested over $11.9 billion to add 

and provide training and technical assistance to help advance 

community policing. COPS funding has furthered the advancement 

of community policing through community policing innovation 

conferences, the development of best practices, pilot community 

policing programs, and applied research and evaluation initiatives. 

COPS has also positioned itself to respond directly to emerging 

law enforcement needs. Examples include working in partnership 

with departments to enhance police integrity, promoting safe 

schools, combating the methamphetamine drug problem, and 

supporting homeland security efforts.

Through its grant programs, COPS is assisting and encouraging 

local, state, and tribal law enforcement agencies in enhancing 

their homeland security efforts using proven community policing 

strategies. Traditional COPS programs such as the Universal 

Hiring Program (UHP) gives priority consideration to those 

applicants that demonstrate a use of funds related to terrorism 

preparedness or response through community policing. The COPS 

in Schools (CIS) program has a mandatory training component that 

includes topics on terrorism prevention, emergency response, and 

the critical role schools can play in community response. Finally, 

COPS has implemented grant programs intended to develop 

interoperable voice and data communications networks among 

emergency response agencies that will assist in addressing local 

homeland security demands.

ABOUT THE COPS OFFICEABOUT THE COPS OFFICE
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enforcement training. COPS created a national network of 

Regional Community Policing Institutes (RCPIs) that are 

community leaders for training opportunities on a wide range of 

community policing topics. Recently the RCPIs have focused their 

efforts on developing and delivering homeland security training. 

COPS also supports the advancement of community policing 

strategies through the Community Policing Consortium. In 

addition, COPS has made a major investment in applied research, 

which makes possible the growing body of substantive knowledge 

covering all aspects of community policing.

community policing infrastructure across the country as evidenced 

by the fact that at the present time, approximately 86 percent of 

the nation’s population is served by law enforcement agencies 

respond proactively by providing critical resources, training, and 

technical assistance to help state, local, and tribal law enforcement 

implement innovative and effective community policing strategies.

68





FOR MORE INFORMATION:

U.S. Department of Justice

Office of Community Oriented Policing Services

1100 Vermont Avenue, N.W.

Washington, D.C. 20530

To obtain details on COPS programs, call the

COPS Office Response Center at 800.421.6770

or visit: www.cops.usdoj.gov
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